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Driver fatigue is the major cause of 
livestock trucking accidents in Cana-
da and the United States.

Jennifer Woods, a livestock trans-
portation consultant from Blackie, 
Alta., said she has found that nearly 
60 percent of accidents occur between 
midnight and 9 a.m. 

“One of our biggest problems is we 
load out at 1 a.m. in the morning,” 
said Woods, who provides livestock 
trucker training courses in affiliation 
with Alberta Farm Animal Care.

“These guys are tired because they 
should be asleep in the middle of the 
night.”

Woods said truckers are also under 
considerable pressure to deliver loads 
on time. Livestock may be hauled from 
one province to another in the middle 
of the night to meet a packing plant 
schedule first thing in the morning. 
As well, pigs may travel at night dur-
ing the summer when it is cooler. 

“The drivers are not exceeding their 
hours but it is a combination of the 

demands of the job and the hours 
they run and how unforgiving the 
trailers are,” she said. 

Fewer accidents might occur if there 
was a wider appreciation for the de-
mands of the job from the livestock 
industry, she said.

“Our livestock loads need to be 
looked at as similar to hauling hazard-
ous material. They are a specialized 
load and I think our industry needs 
to look at the plight of our truckers.”

Wood’s research tabulated the results 
of 415 commercial livestock truck ac-
cidents in Canada and the U.S. be-
tween 1994 and mid-2007.

The results showed driver error was 
blamed for 85 percent of the accidents 
and only one percent blamed bad 
weather. The most accidents occurred 
in October, followed by November, 
August, April and May.

More than half the accidents in-
volved cattle trucks, nearly a third car-
ried pigs and a smaller amount in-
volved poultry. 

Part of the solution is addressed in 
a new certified livestock transport 

Truck accidents 
linked to early 
morning hauling

The best environment for calv-
ing is a dry, clean pasture. Cattle 
can spread out, which reduces 
stocking rates, manure contamina-
tion and the calves’ exposure to in-

fectious organisms.
The calving pasture should be 

close to a dedicated area for helping 
cows that need assistance. This assis-
tance area requires special attention. 

It should be equipped with a head 
gate that has hinged side panels. 
Standard head gates do not work 
well for obstetrics because there is 
limited access to the cow. As well, the 
producer is in trouble if the cow 
goes down. 

The alternative is tying a haltered 
cow in a corner of a stall. In either 
case, there must be ample room be-
hind the cow for calf manipulation 
and using a calving jack.

A cupboard for storing all the 
calving equipment is also desirable. 
As well, separate calving pens should 
be available for cow-calf bonding 
and allowing individualized care for 
weak calves.

When calving time arrives, the 
first thing producers need to know is 
how to tell when a cow is about to 
calve. The cow’s udder develops a 
few weeks before calving, and some-
times much earlier in heifers. A few 
days before calving, mammary  
secretions change from clear and 
sticky to yellowish, thick and 
cloudy. This is colostrum, the vital 
antibody-containing milk that 
calves need.

Hormonal 
changes before 
calving cause 
relaxation of the 
ligaments holding 
the pelvic bones 
together, which 
allows the calf to 
easily pass. Signals 
that this has 
occurred are rising 
of the tail head and 
an unsteady walk. 
Calves are normally 
delivered within 12 
hours of the 
ligaments relaxing.

Another signal of impending par-
turition is swelling of the vulval lips, 
which results in the wrinkles going 
away.

A burst water bag 
means calving is un-
derway. Contractions 
of the uterus push the 
water bag into the 
birth canal and the 
pressure causes it to 
rupture. 

The second water 
bag ruptures about an 
hour later, supplying 
the lubrication needed 
to allow passage of the 
calf.

Once the second bag breaks, visi-
ble contractions start; up to now 
they have been hidden. They start 
out intermittent, but become almost 
continuous as the calf moves farther 
into the birth canal.

About 85 percent of calves come 
out head first, as if it’s diving 
through the pelvis, its head resting 
on its knees in what’s called a cranial 
presentation. 

The most common 
malpresentation is a leg backward 
alongside the calf. The head may 
also be turned back. If this is 
detected, the calf has to be pushed 
back to allow retrieval of the leg and 
head to a normal position.

A way to tell if a cranially present-
ed calf can fit through the pelvis is to 
attach chains to the feet and have 
one person pulling on the legs. Two 
people provide too much force.

First, pull one leg so that it is 15 
centimetres outside the vulva. If 
the second leg can be pulled to the  
same position, the shoulders, which 
are the widest part of the calf,  
have passed through the birth  
canal and the calf should come out 
easily.

If a calf is coming backward, 
which is called a caudal presenta-
tion, the calf has to be extracted 
quickly because the umbilical cord 
may become trapped against the 
bones of the pelvis, cutting off the 
calf ’s blood supply.

To see if a calf coming caudally 
will pass, have the cow lie on its side 

and rotate the calf so its 
belly is facing upward. 
This allows the calf ’s 
pelvis to enter the birth 
canal so that the wide hips 
of the calf have the most 
room. 

If both hocks reach the 
lips of the vulva, the calf 
should come out.

If producers determine 
that the calf is too big to 
come out the pelvis, they 
should stop pulling and 
call a veterinarian.

Jeff Grognet is a veterinarian 
and writer practising in  
Qualicum Beach, B.C.

Determining if an unborn calf is dead or alive

Producers can’t see the calf while it is in the cow, so they 
must learn to tell if a calf is viable by feel. 

n If the calf is coming out nose first, put a finger in its mouth. 
A living calf should swallow or gag. 

n The eye should blink if you put pressure on an eyeball.
n If you have a foot in hand, spread the claws. This is pain-

ful and should trigger withdrawal of the limb.
n If the hind end is facing you, see if the anus puckers when 

you put a finger in it. 
n You can also palpate the umbilical cord and feel for a 

pulse. 
If these signs are absent, the calf is dead.

Calving 101: it pays to review the basics

Animal 
Health 
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n 59 percent of the accidents occurred from 
midnight to 9 a.m.

n 80 percent involved a single vehicle.
n Driver error was blamed for 85 percent of the 

accidents.
n In 83 percent of the accidents, the vehicle rolled 

over.
n 84 percent of those trucks rolled to the right.
n One percent of the reports identified weather 

conditions as the cause of the accident. The winter 
months did not record the highest number of 

accidents; more accidents happened in October, 
followed by November, August, April and May.

n 56 percent of all accidents involved cattle trucks, 
27 percent involved pigs and 11 percent poultry.

n Of 169 documented cattle truck accidents, 
23 percent involved trucks hauling fed beef while 
70 percent involved feeders and calves.

n Of 103 documented swine truck accidents, 
80 percent involved trucks hauling market hogs, 
16 percent involved feeder or weaner pigs and 
three percent involved sows.

Driver fatigue linked to rollovers
Many people assume bad weather is to blame when livestock transport trucks are in rollover accidents. 

However, data collected by Jennifer Woods, a livestock consultant from Blackie, Alta., shows that driver 
fatigue is a major factor in a high percentage of truck accidents.

Woods tabulated the results of 415 commercial livestock truck accidents in Canada and the United States 
from January 1994 to June 2007. Here are the results:

training course that became available 
this year. The course provides a section 
on accident prevention. 

Initiated in Alberta, the goal is to 

make this a national program. 
Alberta Farm Animal Care has pushed 

for improved livestock transportation 
training and driver guidelines.  

“If our goal is to help improve ani-
mal care and well being, having fewer 
accidents is one way to do it,” said man-
ager Susan Church.


